No words for feelings: alexithymia in schizophrenia patients and first-degree relatives.
Alexithymia refers to difficulties in emotionalizing, fantasizing, verbalizing, identifying, and analyzing emotions. The goal of this study was to investigate features of alexithymia in patients with schizophrenia. In addition, we investigated if alexithymia would be associated with vulnerability to schizophrenia, by studying unaffected first-degree relatives of schizophrenia patients. Furthermore, sex differences were taken into account. Forty-three patients with schizophrenia, 32 unaffected siblings, and 44 healthy control subjects were compared on the Bermond-Vorst Alexithymia Questionnaire. Results showed that male patients with schizophrenia, in particular, demonstrated a specific pattern of alexithymia, that is, difficulty identifying and verbalizing emotions, in the face of a higher subjective emotional arousal. Moreover, male siblings showed comparable problems in verbalizing their emotions as male patients. We suggest that these difficulties in aspects underlying affect regulation could account for the deficits in social functioning observed in schizophrenia and could contribute to a greater vulnerability for schizophrenia, in particular, for males.